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FOREWORD
An American Epidemiologist Views His Discipline
GEORGE ROSEN
Departments of the History of Science and Medicine and Epidemiology and
Public Health, Yale University School of Medicine
Epidemiology is today a basic discipline for studying the occurrence and dis-
tribution of ill health in populations and elucidating the factors involved. Exam-
ples are the unraveling of the etiology of pellagra, the connection of congenital
defects in the fetus with the occurrence of German measles in the mother, as well
as the linking of lung cancer and cigarette smoking. The term "epidemiology" did
not come into use until the latter half of the 19th century. The Epidemiological
Society of London was organized on July 30, 1850, and the first book apparently
to use the word in its title was John Parkin's "Epidemiology; or the Remote Cause
of Epidemic Diseases in the Animal and in the Vegetable Creation" (1873). None-
theless, neither the problems central to epidemiology at that time nor its methods
were totally new. As it appeared in the 19th century, epidemiology was in fact
the product of a long tradition extending back to antiquity, and had been develop-
ing for several centuries along lines which were to give it its specific character.
Epidemiology in its literal derivation means the doctrine or science of epidemics.
Indeed, the origins of the discipline are to be found in the narrative descriptions
and historical accounts of epidemics. The initial focus of epidemiology was on the
investigation of epidemic diseases in order to promote their control. Involved was
the notion that such conditions were due to the deleterious effects of environmental
influences on the human body. But on the nature of these influences and their
mode of action there was profound disagreement, and it was largely through the
increasingly sophisticated investigation of epidemics that epidemiology developed
to its present status as a scientific discipline. During the past fifty years the scope
of epidemiology has expanded greatly so that it is no longer concerned alone with
communicable diseases but with the understanding of all factors related to the oc-
currence of disease among groups of people. It involves the study of populations,
the well and the sick, their relationships to each other and to their environment.
Epidemiology encompasses all diseases, acute and chronic, communicable and
non-communicable, epidemic and endemic. Finally, the application of epidemiolog-
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ical knowledge is directed to the prevention or control of disease, and is thus a
basic science of medicine and public health.
The evolution of epidemiology as a scientific discipline has been paralleled by
the development of the epidemiologist as a specialized professional. Various factors
are involved in the emergence of the epidemiologist, but an important influence
has been the existence of scientific and professional societies which helped to pro-
vide the epidemiologist with an identity. Specialized knowledge and techniques may
exist and be used by physicians, and yet there may be no sense of a separate
identity. Only when there are bonds between such practitioners which take shape
within an association based upon like interests and common problems does an iden-
tifiable specialized group appear. In the evolution of epidemiology in the United
States, the American Epidemiological Society provided an important center of this
kind, and its history is an essential element in the story of American epidemiology.
Shortly before his death, Dr. John R. Paul, emeritus professor of preventive
medicine and epidemiology at Yale completed a history of the Society of which
he had been a member for many years. Dr. Paul was preeminently equipped for
this task not only by his intimate association with the Society, but also by his own
work as an epidemiologist as well as by his deep interest in the history of the disci-
pline. His account of the factors and events that led to the formation of the Ameri-
can Epidemiological Society, and which influenced its development is both the story
of a significant scientific association and a revelation of the personalities involved.
Dr. Paul writes warmly and knowledgeably of people whom he knew personally.
As a result of his intimate knowledge of the people and the situations with which
they dealt, he illuminates the relationship between individuals and the historical
developments in which they are involved. Dr. Paul's history of the American Epi-
demiological Society is an important contribution to the history of epidemiology
in the United States by a man who participated in its making. Aside from members
of the Society, this story will be of interest to other epidemiologists, physicians,
and others in medicine and public health. Moreover, there is much in this account
to interest those, such as social historians and medical sociologists, concerned with
scientific disciplines, their development and organization. Thus, one can only wel-
come the publication of Dr. Paul's last work by the Yale Journal of Biology and
Medicine, and regret that it is his last.
2